Public perceptions of identification procedures in the United Kingdom by Dalton, Gary et al.







Public Perceptions of Identification Procedures in the 
United Kingdom

One of the major factors that can influence the outcome of a police investigation is the quality of evidence from a witness, where the evidence provided by a witness can be crucial in identifying and convicting a perpetrator (Brewer and Palmer, 2010). Moreover, the identification procedure itself can play an integral part in a police investigation and can have a significant impact on the outcome of a trial (Horry et al., 2012a). Identification evidence can persuade judges and juries of the likely guilt of a defendant (Wright, 2007) and it is widely accepted that safeguards should be in place to ensure the integrity of identification procedures and practices (Davies and Valentine, 1999). In England and Wales, identification procedures have to adhere to The Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) 1984, Code D: Code of Practice for the Identification of Persons by Police Officers, effective as of July, 2012 (accessible online at http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/police/operational-policing/pace-codes/pace-d-2011, as of 20th March 2013). 
	The codes of practice predefine how the police should go about identifying somebody and concern the main methods to be used by the police when obtaining identification evidence against suspects in criminal investigations. Over the last twelve years there has been a shift in the way identification evidence is obtained in the UK (Horry et al., 2012b; Kemp et al., 2001; Wright et al., in press). The majority of UK identifications are now conducted  by video (in which moving images of the suspect and known-innocent volunteers are seen), with its predecessor, the live lineup (in which the suspect stands in a line alongside known-innocent volunteers) making up only a small percentage of parades now conducted (Horry et al., in press; Memon et al., 2011). Under PACE, a video identification should be conducted, unless there is a reason why another procedure (such as an identification parade or group identification) is more suitable or practicable. 
	The introduction of video identifications has been made possible by the development of sophisticated computer systems, used to compile video images from a standardised database of moving video clips. Two different software systems are in widespread use in British police forces: VIPERTM (Video Identification Parade Electronic Recording) and PROMATTM (Profile Matching). Each system has its own database of images. The image clip shown to witnesses consists of a head and shoulder view of an individual. The basic descriptors of the suspect are entered into the database, the best matches to the description are displayed on a screen and the operator can then select volunteers on the basis of general resemblance to the suspect. The system results in images which are checked for quality and there is the option of presenting the image of the suspect in different positions in the parade. From the perspective of the witness the sequence starts with a head and shoulder shot of the person looking directly at the camera, who slowly turns their head to present a full right profile followed by a full left profile. Finally the person returns to look directly into the camera in a full-face pose. 
There are a number of advantages to using video identification parades, including the ability to produce and conduct identification parades quickly and effectively (Kemp et al., 2001). Video identification parades have also been shown to produce fewer mistaken identifications of volunteers than photospreads (Cutler and Fisher, 1990; Valentine et al., 2007). Moreover, data released by the National Viper Bureau has shown that VIPER parades are fairer to suspects than traditional live parades (Valentine and Heaton, 1999) and show no bias against ethnic minorities (Valentine et al., 2002). In addition, the time taken for the police to select volunteers has been significantly reduced as has the time taken to prepare the parade (Valentine et al., 2003). Furthermore, the introduction of video parades has seen a decrease in the number of cancelled parades from almost 50%, when parades were live, to just 5% when they were videoed (Pike et al., 2000).
Psychological research has contributed enormously to the understanding of eyewitness memory, and has led to some significant improvements in UK police procedures (see Valentine et al., 2009 for a review). However, the emphasis in research has been on looking at what information can be obtained from witnesses under different conditions using different types of identification procedures. One of the issues that has yet to be addressed in more depth, is the public perception of identification procedures.  Research has often shown that the general public demonstrate a poor knowledge about the Criminal Justice System (CJS) (Chapman et al., 2002; Roberts, 1992). The British Crime Survey (BCS) has constantly found the general public to be poorly informed about the operations of the CJS. Furthermore, the surveys have demonstrated that members of the public who are least informed tend to hold the most negative views and have less confidence in the CJS compared to those who are better informed (Chapman et al., 2002). 




A total of 448 participants completed the survey (133 male, 315 female). Eighty four percent of the sample stated that they were White. The remainder reported being: Asian (6%), Black (4%), Mixed Race (3%), or other (3%). Forty eight percent of respondents were aged 18-29. The remaining respondents were aged: 30-49 years (29%), 50-64 years  (15%), and 65+ (8%). The vast majority (90%) of participants responded that they had no experience with identification procedures in the UK. One of the criteria for completing the survey was knowledge of the Criminal Justice System in the UK. On this basis it was assumed that most participants in this study were residents of the United Kingdom, although it is possible that a smaller number of individuals from outside the UK completed the survey. Educational background was not recorded. All participants took part voluntarily and did not receive any honorarium. 

Survey instrument
In consultation with senior police officers working in the identification team of a UK Police force, a questionnaire was designed to assess witnesses’ experiences, knowledge, and opinions about current identification procedures in the UK. The survey consisted of thirteen questions with some allowing respondents to provide multiple answers. After taking demographic details, the opening question asked respondents what the current procedure used in the UK for identification was and had the following response alternatives: “live lineup (person is behind glass)”, “video lineup”, “photograph lineup”, and “other (please specify)”. If they selected “other”, then a box appeared for them to describe what they thought was the most common procedure. 
The next set of questions was open ended and allowed respondents to provide multiple answers: (i) Why the police carry out identification parades? (ii) What would encourage them to attend an identification parade? (iii) What would discourage them? and (iv) How long they thought the identification process would take? The next set of questions were designed to gauge the impact respondents place on identifications. For these questions, respondents could provide multiple answers, and were asked to discuss: (i) The impact of an identification on a suspect if chosen? (ii) The impact on the suspect if not chosen? and finally (iii) The impact on the volunteer if selected. The final question asked respondents if they had any previous experience of attending an identification in the UK.

Procedure
The survey was distributed online or as a pen-and-paper self-administered version at public events held at Royal Holloway, University of London and the University of Portsmouth. The online questionnaire was designed using SurveyGizmo at www.surveygizmo.com (​http:​/​​/​www.surveygizmo.com​) and was available between January 2011 and October 2011. To attract a substantial number of participants, the availability of the survey was advertised on a number of websites designed to promote experiments and through the use of social media.   All participants completed a consent form which included general information about the purpose of the research. 

Data coding
Categories were created for each open-ended question to group responses from participants, based on previous correspondence with Police Identification Operators and discussions between the members of the research team. In order to check reliability, forty participant response sets were randomly chosen, and were re-coded independently by two researchers. Rates of agreement for the open ended questions were 84% (why carry out a VIP), 93%, (what would encourage attendance) 83% (what would discourage attendance), 100% (time taken to view a VIP), 93% (impact on suspect if selected), 88% (impact on suspect if not selected) and 93% (impact on volunteer if selected), with a mean across all open-ended questions of 91%.

Results
From the topic areas contained in the survey the results have been ordered into five related areas of research, namely knowledge about current procedures; factors that encourage or discourage attendance; the length of VIPs; impact on the arrested person and impact on volunteers, which are discussed in more detail below.  

Knowledge about current procedures
Until 2003 the majority of UK police forces obtained identification evidence through the use of live line ups. In 2003 the Codes of Practice were updated to reflect advances in technology and saw VIPs become the preferred method of obtaining evidence. The two most used IT systems in the UK to carry out VIPs are VIPERTM and PROMATTM with over 80,000 parades carried out within the UK in 2011 (Data supplied by the National VIPER Bureau and PROMAT ID Ltd, 2012). 
Although this is not a new change, our sample of respondents had little knowledge about the alterations in police practice. Only 19% of participants correctly responded that VIPs are used as current means of identification, whereas some 47% believed incorrectly that live line-ups are still carried out. A further 31% of the respondents wrongly thought that an array of photographs were used as a means of identification and a small minority (less than 3%) thought that other procedures were used. Although the public seem to be not well-informed about current ID procedures, once told about the actual procedures they identified what they believed were the main advantages of VIPs; to protect and reduce the pressure placed on the witness/victim (44% of respondents) and that they are more time and cost efficient (27%). 

Factors that encourage or discourage witnesses from attending VIPs
The police need as many witnesses as possible to come forward to ensure reliable convictions and therefore it is important to encourage witnesses to attend VIPs. The survey therefore enquired about factors that would encourage respondents to attend VIPs. Just over 54% of the respondents said they would attend VIPs because they believed that their evidence would help ensure that more criminals are brought to justice. A second factor that encouraged individuals (some 26%) to attend was the assurance of anonymity at the ID parade. Other reasons given for attending a parade were the severity of crime (7%) and their belief that they had a good memory (3%). Also cited was fair behaviour by the police, and not feeling pressurised (3%).
In terms of factors that would discourage witnesses, 43% of the respondents felt that not being anonymous or the threat of being intimidated by the suspect or his/her acquaintances would be a worry. Witnesses also expressed concern about the impact on their personal time (19% of respondents). Other discouraging factors were having a weak memory and low confidence in their ability to identify someone (13% of respondents). Furthermore, some witnesses feared potential police pressure to make an identification and had low confidence in the police (11% of respondents). More positively, 17% of respondents answered that nothing would discourage them from attending a VIP. 

Misconceptions about the length of VIPs
Witnesses may have preconceived ideas about what to expect during an identification procedure and this may discourage them coming forward. One of the misconceptions arising from the survey results was that the VIPs take considerably longer than they actually do. The majority of respondents believed that a VIP would take over thirty minutes, with 46% of respondents believing it would take up to an hour, a further 3% up to one hour and a half, and an additional 20% believed it would take over one hour and a half. In fact the average time taken to conduct a VIP is less than 30 minutes (Correspondence with Identification Officer, 2012), of which only 28% of respondents were aware of. Given that time constraints were regarded as a discouraging factor by several participants, this misconception may lead to fewer witnesses coming forward and assisting the police in the first place.  
Impact of the VIPs on the arrested person (the suspect who appears together with the volunteers)	
Again witnesses may have misconceptions about what happens to the arrested person. In fact, the study showed that more than half of the respondents (57%) assumed that based solely on their identification, identifying the arrested person would have direct consequences for the individual.  For example, the arrested person being charged, sent for trial and in some cases being sent to prison. Although in some cases, respondents showed some understanding of current police procedures, with 29% of respondents correctly indicating that further evidence is required and 17% indicating that the arrested person may be held for further questioning. 
If the witness does not identify the arrested person, 42% of respondents believed that the person would be released without further consequences. However, 21% of respondents believed that the investigation would continue, with 35% of respondents recognising more evidence would be needed.
In response to the two questions concerning the arrested person, 20% responded in the Don’t Know category. This finding highlights a lack of knowledge regarding the procedures involved and the associated consequences of making or not making an identification, which emphasises the need for more publicly available information.

Impact of the VIPs on volunteers (the innocent persons who appear together with the arrested person)
Another misconception as evidenced by 26% of respondents, was that by identifying a volunteer there would be serious consequences for that individual and the volunteer would become a suspect. In addition it was believed that making an incorrect identification would result in legal action (5% of responses) against the witness. Again, these myths could prevent witnesses from coming forward to assist the police. Once again we received a relatively high number of Don’t Know responses (17%), confirming a lack of knowledge of the procedure. 

Discussion and practical implications
The findings reported here suggest that there is an overall lack of up-to-date knowledge in the general population about current identification procedures in the UK. Most importantly, the majority of people surveyed wrongly believed that live line-ups are still the most frequently used method of identification. These findings lend support to previous work by Wilcock and Crossley (2011), who found that none of their respondents reported that they would see a video parade, with the majority (69%) believing an identification parade would be seen through a one way mirror/observe a live parade. However, all UK police forces since the PACE revisions in 2003 operate a system of video parades unless there are exceptional circumstances. 
This mistaken perception may prevent some people from attending identification procedures for fear of coming face to face with the suspect they witnessed.  People may perceive live line-ups as more intimidating than VIPs, discouraging them from coming forward. In fact, one of the major discouraging factors mentioned by respondents during this survey was their concern about not being anonymous and the threat of being intimidated. In addition, once informed about VIPs, almost half of respondents believed they would provide more protection to witnesses.  It could be argued that potential witnesses should be informed early on during the investigative process about the procedures used by the police and the specific tasks required from the witness. It may be worthwhile to point out that the suspect will not be present in person at any time during the VIP.  In general, it may also be beneficial to inform the public about the anonymous nature of VIPs and the associated benefits of this procedure, for example, being less time consuming than live parades. Overall, this may lead to more witnesses and victims coming forward to assist the police in the search for an offender.  
	The research findings give some insight into why witnesses may be apprehensive about coming forward. To increase the confidence of potential witnesses, the police may find it helpful to understand the reasons for this apprehensiveness and try to address them.  The results of our survey suggest that potential witnesses have misconceptions about what happens during a parade that would prevent them from coming forward. These findings are in line with previous research which assessed public opinions and knowledge about the CJS (Chapman et al., 2002; Roberts, 1992).  Chapman et al. (2002) found that overall people’s knowledge about the CJS was poor and that negative attitudes towards it were common. 
One possible reason for such poor knowledge could be due to the fact that few individuals actually have direct experience with the CJS. Indeed, an over-whelming number of members of the public get their information through the media (Harris, 1993). However, such sources of information can be misleading and may bring about strongly held misconceptions, a phenomenon often referred to in the literature as the CSI effect. The CSI effect implies that due to popular television programmes such as CSI, Bones, and Lie to me, people often hold strong but incorrect beliefs about the CJS (Schweitzer and Saks, 2007). In addition, it should be noted that the source and location of many of these television programmes is the US and presents a scenario whereby the British public may wrongly attribute American procedures to the UK (such as live parades and photospreads).
Based on the findings reported here it would be advantageous for the police to make more information about the nature of VIPs and the procedures involved publicly available. In particular, it is important to explain in detail the actual witness tasks and the length of the procedure. Potential witnesses need to be made aware that their identification performance will have no negative legal consequences for them should they make an erroneous decision. It is important to highlight that in the case of an identification decision, a conviction will not usually come forward unless there is further corroborating evidence available. This is an important issue to reduce the pressure put on potential witnesses and may lead to a greater willingness to come forward.  In addition, an active campaign to make more information about identification procedures available to both witnesses and the general public may lead to a greater trust in the system.
There are two examples of attempts to increase public confidence in the CJS. The first has been made by Staffordshire Police, who created an information package called JIGSAW (Justice Information Guide Supporting and Advising Witnesses). The package comes in the form of a DVD and highlights, in an accessible way, the role of the police from the time the incident has occurred through to a suspect being caught and charged for a crime. The DVD contains a section on VIPs, which describes the general procedure and its benefits. The second example has been developed by Surrey Police in consultation with London South Bank University. This team created a multimedia witness care film to inform and reassure witnesses about the process of police identification procedures (Wilcock and Crossley, 2011). The witness care DVD provides key information informing witnesses about identification procedures. However, the uptake by police forces of both packages has been limited (Wilcock and Crossley, 2011). Utilising such proactive approaches may increase the willingness of witnesses to come forward, and to attend VIPs. 

Limitations 
One of the limitations of the current study is that educational and occupational background was not recorded. This might have led to a bias in the results. For example, the sample may have been over represented by individuals with a higher educational level or those with a forensic background. It could be argued that well-educated individuals possess more general knowledge which might help them to answer questions about the CJS with greater accuracy. If this were the case, the findings put forward by the authors might have been more pronounced had a more representative sample been used, including individuals from different educational and occupational backgrounds. Future studies may wish to explore educational background as a predictor of perceptions of identification procedures. In addition, the distribution of the survey via social media may have meant that there were some participants who completed the survey from outside the UK. It is therefore possible that some respondents drew upon knowledge and/or experiences from procedures used elsewhere in the world. 

Conclusion
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